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	1. Chapter One: Ill-Fated Timing

**Notes: Oh man, it has been a very long time since I wrote a fanfiction, much less published it online. That being said, this is plot bunny has been eating away at my soul, begging me to give it life. Begging me to let anyone read what horrors lay beyond the "notes" section of this beginning chapter! Let ye be warned that this is my attempt at a well-thought out but obvious (girl from our world) Mary Sue. It is a slightly alternate timeline to the Clone Wars era. While I'd love to just throw some Anakin and Obi Wan action at you, the start of this story will focus on the trials and adventures of some original characters. I will try to mix in as much flavor from the extended universe of Star Wars while bending canon a smidgen. After all, this is...**

**Just Some Fan Service. **

**I'd love some feedback even if it's critical. **

**Disclaimer: I do not own Star Wars or any of the rights to such. The only intellectual property I own are my original characters. And sometimes I want to sell them on Etsy.**

[1. Ill-Fated Timing]

It had always been one of her romantic fantasies to watch the stars at night with someone she loved. She imagined that after sharing a wonderful day with each other, they'd contemplate the mysteries of the universe underneath a curtain of twinkling diamonds. He'd turn to her and confess some deep emotion that he was restraining. And she would utter just the right thing to earn his embrace forever. Yes, it was a fanciful daydream for the era she lived in. One that she had kept unfulfilled and secret until now. For here Zoey was, splayed underneath the firmament, with someone she loved very much. Only her dream was covered in blood, fire, and twisted metal.

"W-we...never c-celebrated...your birth...day..." He murmured weakly, reaching out to touch her.

"It's okay..." She strained to talk and grab his hand. But she barely grazed his fingertips. "We...can do it...next year..."

There would be no 'next year' despite the bravado she faked. The world around them lay in shattered parts like Humpty Dumpty and not one king's men could put it back together. Much less two dying twenty-somethings in their last moments of life. Zoey certainly tried to put on her best facade though. She smiled through the agonizing pain. Tried to ignore the glass and steel that pin cushioned her body. Yes, they would do a million more things before they were done. After all, they were in this crazy bullshit together for how long? This couldn't be the end! But it was.

Tears rolled down his blood-stained cheeks. "I'm...sorry I...couldn't take you to...the movies. I was always...kind of an asshole..."

Zoey wrestled the panicked screams that collected in her throat and kept up her optimistic attitude if only for him. "T-the paramedics...will come save...us. We can...watch it...later..."

"I-I'm...s-so sorry!" He sobbed, choking on his own spittle. Little did they know but his lungs were filling up with water. This would be his last confession on planet Earth. "I...s-should've told my father ab-about the money. I s-should've treated my m-mother better. We sh-shouldn't...have l-left California... I-I was so sc-cared to l-love you..."

Every time she responded, Zoey could feel her broken bones scream. Despite this, she kept attempting to soothe him as he died before her. "It's...I-it's...okay, don't...apologize. It's gonna...be okay! J-just wait for the...paramedics...S-somebody's gotta come...Somebody's g-gotta..."

Seconds ticked by into minutes. Minutes leaked into a precious future that they both didn't have. Unlike the fairy tales of Disney, there was no hero. No rescue. No hope that this cruel fate might be pardoned in any way. Zoey helplessly watched as the color and vitality oozed from her boyfriend and into a lake of dark scarlet around his head. The vivid blue of his eyes that she had once admired clouded over and became opaque. He heaved a ragged sigh before dying, his hand still outreached and grasping for hers in return. Their finger tips barely connecting. They would never touch again.

"N-no...no! NO! N-No, you can't..." Zoey wheezed in a subdued scream. It was as loud as her torn up body would allow. "You...YOU CAN'T LEAVE ME! D-don't leave me! Don't...l-leave...Please, no. P-please just s-stay...Pl-please..."

They say you go through five stages of grief when a loved one dies. Zoey felt the first four immediately, cycling from denial to depression in the blink of an eye. All physical injuries melted away, taking a backseat to the precedence of a world without Taylor in it. Zoey stared into his vacant face for an unfathomable length. Despite the fact that she could not move, she would volunteer a million more just to be with him. He lay belly-first on the hood of their hatchback Toyota just underneath Zoey. The impact had caused her to fly through the windshield and crumple on the roof of an adjoining vehicle. The passenger for that car was also expired, head in the driver's wheel, and leaking brain fluid. It was a morbid rendition of The Creation of Adam, marbled in blood.

"God...i-if there is one..." She begged in the softest, croaking whisper. "I-I don't wanna...die..."

With all of her remaining strength, Zoey Spades clenched her fist around a movie ticket. The one Taylor had bought for their third anniversary today. They had been on their way to the theaters when their vehicle had spun out of control.

"Pl-please...let me...l-live..."

And something answered back.

"My, my...what an interesting proposal."


	2. Chapter Two: Sirius

**Notes: Sorry about the punch to the feels. There's more.**

**Disclaimer: I do not own Star Wars or any of the rights to such. The only intellectual property I own are my **

**original characters. I'd like to sell my OC, Sirius, but he made me an offer I couldn't refuse.**

***cue Godfather music***

[2. Sirius]

They say that living was the hardest part but death came easily. For Zoey Spades, she found it was surprisingly quite the opposite. Or at the very least, inaccurate. The twenty-something experienced death the way most people wake up in the morning. Stretching and rubbing the sleep from her eyes as if dispelling the whispy dreams that had entertained her during the night. Or shedding the skin of her previous life. Instead of a mountain of fiery steel, which had been her death bed, Zoey rested comfortably on a leather sofa. It's rich, black hue contrasted starkly against this endless sea of white it called home. Planet Earth and everything she knew had simply vanished. Had her demise been just a passing nightmare? What about her life? Was that, too, just as insubstantial and fleeting?

"Oh what fun we shall have!" exclaimed a very British voice. "No one has made a deal with me in awhile."

Interrupting her soul's confused pondering was a child. A child who looked suspiciously like a proper, English school boy. Complete with a professional neck tie, collared polo shirt, knee high socks, and dress shoes. The kid pulled off a very convincing Edmund Pevensie from the C.S. Lewis novels. He lounged carelessly on an armchair opposite of her. But for all his casual attitude exuded, the restless kicking of this child's feet betrayed his ultimate impatience. Apparently, this person was a very busy kid who didn't have time for Zoey to play intellectual catch-up. So he did it for her.

"Welcome to the afterlife, Zoey! You're dead...for now!"

As far as reactions when, hers was directly from the textbook: denial. "Th-that's impossible! The paramedics were coming! I was-"

"Going to die." The boy cut her off succinctly, taking the liberty of completing her logic. "And now you're dead. I wouldn't say that's 'impossible'. It's actually inevitable for your species. That's how you were designed. But since we made a deal before you ate it, I can bend the rules-"

"B-but...Taylor. I-it was our anniversary!"

"And now...it's not." The child responded seemingly callus and bored, tallying invisible numbers with his hand. One got the impression it was all the times he had carried on this type of conversation before.

"Wh-who...are you?!" The twenty-something yelled belligerently.

"A god to you."

When Zoey Spades had been alive, her answer to this would have been "kick the baby out the window". For being gendered a female, she wasn't overly fond of children-especially not mouthy, British ones. Even now as the newly-dead, the errant thought passed her over like a storm cloud. But appearances were deceiving and if Zoey was now a ghost, then dropping a deity "out the window" probably wasn't the winning answer. No matter how much of a douchebag this God was. Depression finally won overall. Her dove grey eyes burst into a cascade of  
>tears that rolled down her cherub cheeks. Loud sobbing commenced, unveiling the full spectrum of her grief. But the child didn't seem impressed.<p>

"But you're just a kid!" Zoey cried, confused as ever. "I d-don't understand-"

"Oh, do come off it. I told you, you're DEAD." He sneered condescendingly. "Besides, we have a game to play."

"Well, I don't want to play your fucking game whoever you are!" Zoey snapped. "So you can go to hell!"

'Kick the baby out the window' was not the correct answer. Neither was telling a deity to go to hell. If the girl had been thinking clearly, she would have remembered how well that went for a guy named Lucifer.

"I think you need to shut up and listen, American girl, before I get tired." The child uttered a soft threat, waving his hand regally. "We made a deal."

Zoey suddenly thrashed on the sofa as the sensation of a phantom limb crushed her windpipes. Sirius was very amused as she struggled to no avail. It was a terrifying magick to make the dead feel pain. This child wielded it as simply as a butter knife. What more he was capable of set her imagination on fire. A scared whimper escaped the girl's throat.

"Now, are you going to listen to me like a good girl?" The god chastised her.

Bargaining with a deity was serious business. So like any sound business man would, a contract was written. Just to dot any 'i's or cross any 't's along the way. Manifesting in a rippling snap, god suddenly held up a piece of long parchment. It was yellowed and weathered on the sides. As if it had been waiting patiently for a century or more. Zoey squinted at the elegant cursive that formed paragraph upon paragraph. The text seemed more for aesthetic than anything else because she certainly couldn't read shit from it. Except for the very bottom, where upon a dotted line, she spotted her signature. Her face turned white as a sheet. Zoey immediately opened her mouth to protest.

Cutting her off at the chase, however, the child explained. "I do believe I heard some pathetic wailing. Something about...hm, what was it? 'Please don't let me die'? So I took you up on the offer and used your last breath to seal our deal. That's how I got your pretty, little name on our contract. Neat, huh? I'm giving you another chance at life. But let's not talk about what I've done for you. That would be narcissistic. Let's talk about what you will now being doing...for me."

"I won't be doing ANYTHING for you, whoever you are!" The girl yelled. "You're fucking Satan!"

He dangled the parchment in front of her face. "This contract you signed with your soul says otherwise. As for being Satan? That possibility isn't off the table."

"I don't give a FUCK what a piece of paper says!"

"Well," The god sighed, a mockery of sadness upon his youthful expression. "This paper says you will."

"Fuck what the paper says!" She yelled, anger turning her voice into a growl.

In an instant, Zoey Spades came to intimately regret her phrasing. What felt like shards of ice and tongues of fire crawled in her veins. Her hands clutched the sides of her skull, trying to apply pressure on an inflammation that would not quit. A legion of spartan warriors storm marched through her nervous system without remorse. After only a few seconds, she spasmed off the sofa, and onto her knees. Let loose a roaring scream that might have echoed far into eternity, spanning universes itself. She wondered if anyone could hear her agony. She wondered if anyone cared...

"Nobody cares, my dear. Nobody can hear you." The child whispered into her ear, tipping Zoey's chin up so that their eyes met. "You're dead. One more step beyond this place and you'll disappear completely. What I'm giving you is a chance at life again. This chance isn't given to just anyone...so don't waste it. Your name is already upon it. You cannot possibly breach contract now. Your very soul will not allow it."

"Wh-who...are you?" Zoey gasped and stammered. "Why are you doing this to me?!"

"Oh..." His tone softened in a nostalgic way. "You couldn't possibly pronounce it in your tongue. For now, you may call me Sirius. I'll be your guide through this whole endeavor. As for why? Let's just say that I have a personal score to settle. And you, mortal, are going to see to it that my will be done. You will be my body in this world. If you don't...well, you can welcome more of the pain you just felt into your life."

"W-what if I still refuse...?"

"I own you now." Sirius smiled. "If you refuse me then you will die in two worlds. Not just one. How absolutely marvelous for you. You will become one of the rare few."

Zoey gulped in reaction, feeling like a cosmic guillotine lay poised above her neck, thirsting for her blood if she did not comply. And she wasn't wrong.

"Well...?" Sirius went on to ask. "Are we going to do this the easy way or the hard way?"

"T-the easy way..." Zoey mumbled, wilting under the circumstances laid out before her.

"Excellent! I knew you would see reason eventually!"

She knew the term "ruining your life" very intimately. Zoey was a master of bad choices since her premier in foster care as a child. It had become painfully evident as she grew older and for the most part, the girl figured it was just her luck. But she never thought her talent would extend into death. Somehow, Zoey had ruined her afterlife as well. One careless plea for mercy was all it took.

Sirius was pleased. "Let's talk business now since we're all clear."

A rippling snap echoed throughout the white void. The result of a spontaneous construction within it. Zoey marveled both in horror and awe at the titanium door now before her. It looked like it belonged to a space ship. Embedded in the cold metal was a circular, plexi-glass window. She could glimpse the bowels of space through it. The Star gestured to the manifested door in a casual manner like it was a normal Tuesday.

"Your mission, since you've chosen to accept it, lays beyond this door." Sirius went on in a crisp, British accent. "Beyond this door is an alternate universe. You will be collecting seven pieces of one key hidden within holocrons-"

"Wait, alternate universe?!" Zoey exclaimed. "There are alternates?!"

The child nodded. "Oh yes, there are many universes. Uncountable possibilities besides your homely planet Earth. Did you honestly think you were alone? But to the point...these holocrons will be spread across the galaxy beyond this door. Some of them will be easy to find. Some of them will be hard. Every one of them is dangerous. Each have a test for you in order to collect-"

"Dangerous?!" Zoey exclaimed again. "B-but Earth doesn't-"

"This isn't Earth you're going to." Sirius said rather bluntly. "Beyond this door are uncountable dangers and most of them will be alien and impossible to your simpleton concepts. On the opposite spectrum, I guess you will be impossible, and alien to the place you are going. Your world and civilization do not exist beyond this door. There is no proof of it to the people you will undoubtably meet. You will have no record of your birth or lineage. You will be like a living apparition to them. So let that fact be a warning to you in case you forget. In case you convince yourself later on that you can fit in. You, Zoey Spades, are an anomaly to this place. You will never fit in. Do not reveal your true nature to anyone. Do not trust anyone you will meet. The sooner you understand this, the higher your chances are of survival."

"How the fuck do you expect me to survive?!" Zoey flailed. "I can't even throw a good punch anymore!"

"Eh, I suppose you have a point." The child god heaved a long sigh. "Do hold out that movie ticket of yours."

In all of the chaos and confusion, Zoey had forgotten the little slip of paper still clenched in her palm. A ticket to some shitty romantic comedy. She and her boyfriend had agreed to see it together for their anniversary. Now, there was absolutely no guarantee that they would...save for the chance she was being given. Zoey stared down at the last piece of her former life with a mixture of hope and regret. Regret for the things she had failed to do...and hope that all was not lost yet. As dubious as this contract seemed, perhaps this was her chance to make things right again. The girl burned with resolve.

"This should serve as enough protection for you." Sirius said, passing his hand over the object. "I'll make sure you won't loose it either. I know how thoughtless you meat-bags can be."

Through the power this being wielded, her movie ticket transformed into a wine purple crystal. One that grew into the palm of her right hand. It felt as if an alien starfish had attached itself to her. And as a result, Zoey could feel something begin to change inside her spirit. A change that was so foreign it became frightening. Her reaction wasn't that of gratitude but fear.

"Wh-what have you done to me?!" Zoey screamed in a panic, trying to pull the crystallization out of her skin.

"What have you done?! What the hell is this?!"

With a snicker, Sirius replied. "Find out."

And kicked her through the open door.


	3. Chapter Three: People are Strange

**Notes: Why, yes! That is a kyber crystal lodged inside her hand. It will not be an overall pleasant experience for Zoey. **

**Also, I'm bending traditional canon here when it comes to (forest moon of) Endor history. I figure that ewoks could have had an earlier encounter with the Republic and the galaxy at large that was, for the most part, forgotten after the fall of the Jedi. To get away with this, I'll be writing about a completely different village called Canopy Top, not your typical Bright Tree Village. Prepare for Yub Nub!**

**I'll be going on a vacation from the fifteenth throughout the weekend and well into Monday. I'll post the next chapter before next weekend. In the meantime, please let me know how you feel about this story, and if you'd like me to continue with it. Regardless, I want to commit to finishing a story for once. So now it's a personal goal for me in 2016. Your input would really make my day!**

**Disclaimer: I do not own Star Wars or any of the rights to such. The only intellectual property I own are my original characters.**

[3. People Are Strange]

_"No, no, no! You gotta get lower to the ground! Right now, you're sticking out like a sore thumb. Let's try this again."_

_Zoey crawled on her belly from an outcropping of boulders and emerald ferns. Sticks with leaves still growing on them decorated her mess of strawberry-blonde curls. Dark earth stained her hands and fingernails. There were shallow scratches on her cheeks. She got to her knees and stood up. Dusted off all that her body had collected while running military drills with her childhood friend. There was a good chance she was doing her laundry tonight because of this asshole._

_The girl sighed heavily, pleading with him. "Can't we just be normal stoners and enjoy nature with a bowl-not running marathons and fucking stealth exercises! We've been doing this for an hour and a half! My legs are burning!" _

_He laughed at the prospect of letting her off easy. "You're getting lazy is what you're getting!"_

_"Well, you're getting fat!" She retorted. "We're all getting somewhere these days. C'mon, let's just sit down and talk. "_

_"Can't you just play our old games?" _

_She loved the prospect of going to Westwood Reserve with Vincent, but actually going with him always got messy. He wanted the primal nature experience while she just wanted to chill on a tree stump and smoke. In the past, it had been a different story, and they had made sport of the entire forest. They ran up hills, sprinted through the fields, and hurdled over fallen tree limbs together. But this wasn't childhood anymore, they had left high school, and aged-out of foster care. Zoey kept a crazy schedule that made no pardon for free time. She was juggling college, a part-time job, and chronic depression. With almost no time in between them for rest anymore. The last thing she wanted to do was recreate their old regiment. She didn't have the energy for it._

_She just wanted to soak in the peaceful green of her favorite nature spot before adult responsibilities interrupted. Before this place was bought out and turned into a Wal-Mart in the next six months. Eden Valley, California faced the oncoming storm of modern urbanization. Soon this wild place where deer and coyote still roamed would disappear from the world and be turned into a parking lot. She wanted to memorize every nook and cranny of her old haunts, sit and listen to the sounds of birds, breathe in the smell of nature. Find a nice place to sit and smoke a bowl or four. Relax. But Zoey should have known her childhood friend enough to realize none of that would happen with him. They had been out of touch for awhile now. Life and circumstances had gotten in the way._

_"Well, can't you, Zoe?" He asked, "like the old days?"_

_Vincent wanted to run and play war games as if they were still eleven years old._

_Zoey leaned against the trunk of the nearest tree and sought after her pot pipe, casually ignoring him until she sparked her bowl. "I'm not a kid anymore. Neither are you."_

_"This is still useful stuff even if you aren't a kid." Vincent said, moving closer, and extending his hand for a hit of the pipe._

_"When am I ever gonna have to run and hide from something?"_

_"Always be prepared for anything to-" Vincent began. _

_"Happen." Zoey finished his thought, exhaling cloud of smoke. She didn't seem very impressed with the statement. "Yeah? Well, a lot of shit happens that we can't prepare for. I wasn't prepared for foster care and I wasn't prepared for all these years after it. I wasn't prepared for five funerals before graduation. Remember that? I still haven't stopped thinking about them. I wasn't prepared for this job that's slowly killing me and I'm not prepared for any of my overdue bills. Could barely pay rent last month and I'm not sure how I'm gonna do this month! Now they're taking my goddamn forest and I'm not prepared for that either! Tell me how playing like fucking children is gonna help me?!"_

_The war cry of a sad millennial was followed by a wake of silence. Only the soundscape of nature returned an answer to Zoey in the occasional laughing of a crow and the wind singing through tree branches. Probably playing their tinniest violin. Finally, Vincent broke the vigil with some insight of his own. _

_"Sometimes bad shit happens in life that you can't prepare for and all you can do is learn how to run and hide. That's why I used to play with you. So you'd know how to do both when I wasn't there."_

_Zoey handed her friend the cherried bowl, pungent smoke wreathing about them. "For all the times you weren't there, huh? I managed just fine. Guess I'll manage just fine now. You're a depressing fortune cookie that gives some pretty bad advice, you know that?."_

_"Well, you paid for the shitty meal."_

A hopeful part of her brain flickered to life when Zoey opened her eyes. She found herself bathed in the shade of a giant redwood tree, crumpled on the forest floor of Westwood Reserve. Or so it appeared. Every boulder, bush, and fern looked eerily familiar to her. Except it had somehow become a little...bigger, more exaggerated in proportion to what she had once remembered. Maybe she had just gotten shorter? Zoey started to convince herself that everything previous to this had been a crazy dream. The car crash, her boyfriend dying, making a deal with (what was probably) the devil for a re-do on life had all been some Absinthe-fueled hallucination. Westwood Reserve had been one of her drinking spots in high school. The only problem with her fruitless fantasy was that she didn't feel drunk. Not one bit.

"V-vin...cent?" She croaked, her voice horse and aching. Almost as if she'd been screaming for too long.

No one answered her back. That was odd of Vincent but she shrugged it off determinedly. There was a part of Zoey that wanted this time period back so much she didn't want to question the logic of now. As far as she was concerned, it had all been a nightmare. This was the forest of her childhood. Nothing had drastically changed. Nothing had been cut down and leveled. She was back in Eden Valley and once more a citizen of California! If she could only find Vincent and apologize to him... She stood up on wobbling knees, trying to ignore how everything was slightly different, in an attempt to find her lost friend. But now was also a good time to smoke as well. The scent of burning mary jane was sure to draw Vincent out of hiding. Perhaps they were still playing their games?

"Viiinceeent!" She tried to call louder. "I'm smoking without you! Did'ja hear that? I'm SMOKING without you!"

Alas, no one answered. Zoey began to search her pockets for her pipe only to find a wallet instead. This confused her until she looked down to inspect her clothes and saw something she didn't like. Zoey was wearing the outfit she had worn during the car crash. She had only taken her wallet because she was going to the movies with her boyfriend. It had been their anniversary. Her lips pursed together as she tried to hold back screaming. Not only was she wearing the same clothes but they were torn and ripped. All over her hoodie, jeans, and Taylor's favorite shirt on her, were scorch marks. Zoey's mind reeled and somersaulted painfully. Just to make sure she wasn't going crazy, she searched for her I.D. card. If this was really Westwood, her I.D. would still say 'California' on it. To her great dismay, it said 'Pennsylvania' instead. Zoey had left the golden state after Westwood Reserve disappeared. Tears began to well up in her grey eyes as she pocketed her wallet. Followed by outright sobbing when she caught sight of her right palm.

There it was, peeking underneath her long sleeves, a purple crystal lodged in her hand. It almost had the shape of an eye. It felt almost too comfortable for what it looked like. Despite amethyst mineral and flesh spiraling together, there was no physical pain, for the body was accepting of this intruder. That made her cry even more because Zoey's mind was not ready to accept. She desperately clung to the lie she was selling herself only to have it burst with the appearance of a strange, elongated creature. It had a mouth only a mother would love with four sharp incisors and distinct brown and white fur. It scurried along the forest floor, scrounging for food, and grub. The sound of birds squawking drew her vision skyward, where she beheld crimson avian in the tree branches above, stretching their strangely leathery wings. Zoey's bubble had burst. She could no longer lie to herself anymore. This was not Westwood Reserve. This wasn't even California or the United States. This is exactly what Sirius said it would be...another universe altogether.

_'What I'm giving you is a chance at life again. This chance isn't given to just anyone...so don't waste it.'_

His snotty, British voice echoed in her thoughts. It made her blood boil. Out of foolishness and desperation, she had made a deal with something incomprehensibly powerful. Now Zoey couldn't take it back or her remaining life was forfeit! How much of a life did she really have, though? Everything had been stripped from her except the clothes on her back, the items in her pockets, and the jumbled memories in her head. That dickhead "god" had given her a chance at a shitty life that she hadn't agreed to! If only she had known beforehand...but what could she expect from a being who bartered with dying souls? Either way, Zoey would have to move forward with this life, because there literally was no behind. Some bad shit had happened and all she could do now was run towards that horizon line. If she followed through with the contract, maybe Sirius would send her back home. Zoey hoped.

_'Sometimes bad shit happens in life that you can't prepare for and all you can do is learn how to run and hide. That's why I used to play with you. So you'd know how to do both when I wasn't there.'_

All those years ago and Vincent had been right. The taste of foot in her mouth was tangible as Zoey broke out into a run. She dashed ahead, only to trip on a piece of metal jutting from the earth, and tumbled in a nervous pile upon the ground. It was the wreckage of a light freighter that had crashed here, who knows how many years ago, to collect rust. Zoey was hypnotized by the sight of it. This technology looked straight from the future with no apologies to her earthly sensibilities. Any whimsical illusions she had about escaping this Faustian nightmare died with a swiftness. Her sad feelings would come to a screeching halt when Zoey felt the ground beneath her tremble.

_'This is still useful stuff even if you aren't a kid.'_

Growling roars broke the peaceful ambience.

_'When am I ever gonna have to run and hide from something?'_

"Fuck." She swore underneath her breath. "I'm an idiot."

_"Wanna learn a better game than just running and hiding, Zoe?" _

_Vincent made like he was about to smoke, then pocketed her lighter, and pipe. The devil was shining in his eyes. _

_"Hey, c'mon!" She exclaimed. "Let's not do this. We're adults. Please give me back my pipe."_

_Instead, he picked up the nearest stick. Vincent thwapped it against the open palm of his hand a couple of times. Zoey had a feeling that whatever came next was going to be very annoying. She rolled her eyes to the heavens when, low and behold, she was right! He brandished the stick at her like the blade of a sword. His footsteps circled around her, antagonizing, always just out of reach of her grasping fingers. Dancing away from her presence every time she got close._

_"Vincent, you dick!"_

_"That's what my Momma calls me." He taunted. _

_"Give me back my-"_

_"Nope!" Vincent laughed, whipping the stick around to bounce off Zoey's knuckles. "Not until you stop crying and start acting like an adult. So, since you're acting like a kid, let's play a game. Like children."_

_She recoiled her stinging hand. "Ow, you fuck-"_

_"Duel me for your pipe." He challenged her, grinning ear to ear. "Sometimes bad shit happens and you can run and hide..or you can fight for it!"_

_"No." Zoey grumped. _

_Vincent jabbed her in the ribs and quickly pranced away. _

_"No!"_

_Two more strikes to the other side of her ribs with that stick had her officially pissed._

_"What'cha gonna do about it?" Vincent mocked, patting the pocket he had ransomed her pipe into. "Just gonna stand there and cry? Or are you gonna take it back?" _

_Zoey searched the ground for a stick to arm herself with. In the process, she got struck several more times, developing welts on her exposed skin. She'd look colorful tomorrow. _

_"You're too slow!" Vincent exclaimed, managing to get her on the knuckles once again. It hurt like hell._

_"Stop it!" She yelled. "C'mon Vincent!"_

_"Not until you do something about it!" He cackled with glee, his laughter echoing throughout the trees and rocks of Westwood Reserve. "You can't run and hide and I have something you need. What're you gonna do? I know you can't go without smoking for that long."_

_Zoey threw a rock at him. It missed by a long shot and was swallowed by the tangles of a blackberry bush. "Arrgh! Vincent, you're being a dick! This isn't fair!" _

_"You should already know nothing in life is fair." _

_That revved up her engines. Zoey grasped a stick off the ground without hesitation and made a mad rush for her friend. He grinned while dancing around the majority of her frenzied blows, allowing just a few to scathe him, while the rest hit empty air. Her emotions were getting in the way of her focus. Vincent used this to his advantage in his next couple of moves. He quickly disarmed her and held the stick to her throat, backing her up into the tangle of blackberry bushes. Zoey could be the next thing falling into it if she wasn't careful with her step. She could almost feel the sharp thorns now. _

_"C'mon," Vincent said, shaking his head in disappointment. "I know you can fight better than this..."_

Zoey had never considered that she would be running or hiding from ravenous boar-wolves in the future. Already belly-down on the dirt, she crawled into the shelter of some bushes nearby, and tried to make herself small against a backdrop of leaves. All of the games she had played with Vincent as a kid (and then subsequently shrugged off in adulthood) were coming back to haunt her. A twisted sort of prophecy that she had failed to divine and was now taking revenge for her stupidity. Zoey hoped that she remembered enough to evade the notice of whatever approached...for it shook the ground. Wherever Vincent was right now, she hoped that he wasn't laughing at her, but had the vivid idea that he was. And that maybe she deserved it.

This planet had a curious way of terrifying her more as every second passed. Zoey clasped her hands over her mouth to keep from screaming when she caught sight of her first boar-wolf. It was a giant, bristle-backed creature with a thick hide. And it's most striking feature was the multitude of yellowed fangs that grew from it's putrid maw. Earth was lucky that a pig and a wolf had never interbred successfully. Three of these monsters trampled through the underbrush nearby, rooting around for anything they could eat. Two of them growled at each other in competition while the other rubbed up against the trunk of a redwood. It didn't seem like they knew Zoey was there. Now was the perfect time to make her escape carefully and quietly.

'If only you had known me before the accident, for with that grand collision came a grave consequence!'

Death Cab for Cutie suddenly blasted out from her pocket. She had forgotten the alarm on her phone was set for 'Ghosts of Beverly Drive' every noon. Her new favorite song echoed loudly into the surrounding forest, causing the boar-wolves to perk their sensitive ears. Zoey fumbled with her pants as she tried to turn the noisy electronic off. But she was having trouble amidst the anxiety bubbling in her hands. She swore all the while.

'Receptors overloading, they burst and disconnect. 'Till there was little feeling, please work with what is left.'

All at once, the trio of beast-pigs set their crimson eyes upon her. Their attention focused on the intruder to their hunting turf. Zoey screamed and finally tossed her cell phone too late. The predators of this forest had chosen their lunch. Unless she could move faster then them.

'I don't know why, I don't know why...I return to the scenes of these crimes. Where the hedgerows slowly wind through the ghosts of Beverly Drive!'

They let out the howls of wolves, proclaiming that the hunt for meat was on. Adrenaline spiked in her veins as she turned heel and ran. Screamed the declaration cry of the prey. She had never been into parkour as a hobby but right now Zoey Spades swore that she jumped over fallen trees and serpentined her way past bushes and ferns with the best of them. Even though nature sought to impede her, hooking on to her clothing, and leaving small scratches on her skin. After all, her life was on the line. With every footstep she put between herself and these blood thirsty pigs, they took two. Unfortunately, these predators were like juggernauts. Nothing she put between themselves and her seemed to falter them. Somewhere, Vincent was dying of laughter, she was certain now.

"Sirius!" Zoey finally yelled. "Sirius, I need your help!"

The fickle god she cried for spared her no mercy. Only the speed that Zoey possessed in her feet would save her now. But a bad call in judgement would have her backed up against the wall of a small cliff. There was no way that she could climb it in time. If she turned her back to these vicious monsters they would surely gore her with their tusks. The image of her bloody and tattered remains smeared across her imagination. A second death for Zoey seemed inevitable. She was out of breath and tired. She could not run anymore. These monsters had her cornered. Sirius was nowhere to be found. This was not her home. Earth was so very far away...

'Please help me, please help me, someone please help me!' Zoey Spades screamed internally.

"Let chaa treek sta!" Squeaked a high-pitched voice from the cliffs at her back.

Suddenly, a rain of arrows sung through the air. The metal tips of their shafts were especially designed to pierce through tough hide. One of them was so well aimed that it instantly killed the smallest of the three boar-wolves. Shoot anything in the eye and its probably going to die. Before the predators knew what hit them, the wheel had turned against their favor. Now they were the prey to a much more efficient hunter...

"Get ta zehg lander!"

Her earthling ears picked up an odd, squeaking language that was indiscernible.

"E s'eesht!"

On the list of things she thought would one day rescue her, a seafood buffet that hadn't passed inspection scored higher. A night spent in the Winchester Mystery House scored higher. Watching televangelist Joel Osteen scored higher. It turned out, however, that what saved Zoey Spades from a painful demise...were nauseatingly cute teddy bears. Seeming to appear from the rock cliff itself, they stood at the height of three feet, and were covered in shaggy fur. They also had protruding bellies that looked more cute than fearsome. Like a Gummi bear. But in their dexterous paws, they held neolithic weapons, all poised at the ready to attack. The glint in their shiny, black eyes meant business. The contrasting mixture of angry Native American and Carebear threw Zoey off as the unit surrounded her in their protection. The pigs looked unhappy that their prey had been swiped.

"Arandee ota me!" Exclaimed a small voice besides her. "Get zehg of thek!"

One of the bears, decorated in all sorts of vivid feathers, tugged on her scarf. Its other, free hand was waving about frantically to gain Zoey's attention.

"Coro speak Ewokese? Do kush know kash?" It chattered aggitatedly. "Kush must hurry!"

Zoey swore she heard it speak a broken form of English between the squeaks and chirps.

"Kush must hurry!"

The strange yet adorable creature gave her long scarf another tug. It was agitated with Zoey's poor reaction time. She was frozen in place by fear, gaping at the bloodthirsty trio of boar-wolves, as they closed in. She ended up choking as the little bear gave up being nice. Instead, it started to drag her back by her scarf, and further into the cliff face. Hidden in the shadows of it's grey rock was a crevasse that she hadn't been aware of. This is probably where the serious-business bears had come from. Zoey hoped that where she was being led to was better than inside of a monster pig's belly. Going into a dark cave wasn't good for morale, though. She felt helpless while Sirius and his "protection" were both AFK. Zoey clenched her right hand into a fist, secretly cursing the god and her crystal tumor, for each did absolutely nothing to help.

"Yeeeaarrgh!" Came two, unified screams.

As if to punctuate this clusterfuck, a black and brown teddy went flying into the jagged rocks nearby her. The loud crack of their breaking necks echoed in Zoey's ears. The last survivor of the remaining pig trio had broken through the line and the furred warriors were scrambling on the ground to recover. One of them screamed out something as, once again, Zoey confronted the crimson gaze of a boar-wolf.

"Ohmee, hutar!"

An intelligent determination seemed to dwell behind it's eyes. She was certain there was something inside that fanged beast that craved her immediate death. It might have been out of revenge for its fallen kin or the promise of a meal. Maybe it took a personal offense to Death Cab for Cutie. But it was desperate to gore her with its tusks and stomp on her organs the way it had the previous teddy bears. It only gave a small warning, scuffing its claws along the dirt like a bull, before charging forward. Zoey felt the bear who had tried to help her, yank on her scarf one last time, as it ducked away from danger. There were only a few seconds between herself and a painful finale impaled upon boar tusk. In those adrenaline-fueled seconds, something clicked in her mind, and she could hear Vincent whispering in her ears.

_'I know you can fight better than this.'_

"GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM US!" Zoey roared, channeling a strength even she was surprised at."JUST LEAVE US ALONE!"

Unconsciously, she thrust her right hand outward to reject the monster. An invisible force scooped the boar-wolf up into the air. Then, tossed it into the trunk of an ancient redwood. The impact of which broke the beast's spine and executed it on the spot. It didn't even have time to know it was dead. The stone in her palm was glowing with a vivid, amethyst light now. Power pulsed inside it's crystalline form, into her blood, and thrummed out of her pores like a flame. She felt a surge of something raw and primal move through the recesses of her brain. It blossomed out to echo in the galaxy before Zoey regained enough of her senses to doubt it. Had she just killed the demon pig?

"W-what...?" Zoey stammered, staring at her hand in disbelief. Sirius had turned her into a mutant Christmas tree freak! "What the fuck did I just do?! What did I j-just DO?!"

She fell on her knees to the dirt, deflating in strength. The purple glow that surrounded her palm flickered and died with her hesitation.

"I-I'm sorry!" Zoey cried, actual tears beginning to stream down her cheeks. "I-I'm s-sorry I don't know what I did! I don't know where I am! Where am I?! I don't wh-what you things are! Somebody please-"

The world darkened and swayed like a pendulum. She suddenly felt as wobbly as dancing jello during New Years. Vertigo and shock had Zoey spinning downwards into a black pit of unconsciousness. As the girl toppled over, half of her face in the dirt, she managed to see the fur of an Ewok cautioning towards her. But she gave a sigh of resignation. Then, closed her eyes, and embraced whatever her fate might be. Even if it meant joining those monster pigs in the afterlife.

Ohmee Tork, first son of the local Chieftain, approached the fallen girl with his spear at the ready. The rest of his hunting party stood behind Ohmee, shivering en masse, whispering in squeaks of danger and superstition. Never before had these ewoks seen such a display from someone who did not own the brown robes of a Jedi. Even then, the only glow a Jedi produced was from the blade of their sabers, and not the palm of their hand. Whatever this human was frightened and confused his kin, only fueling the paranoia his tribe was developing to outsiders. For a recent influx of poachers, smugglers, and outer rim scum to this forest planet had tried their charity to the max. And the ewoks were now aware of how tasty the galaxy at large considered them.

"Ehda! Ehda!" Toot proclaimed in condemnation, deeming this stranger to be evil.

"Veek treek hutar sut!" Baboloo followed in similar fashion. She wanted to leave immediately.

"Roda goot manna manna!" Casa Hern suggested, waving around his dagger. He thought to make human jerky as an ironic joke.

His hunting party called for action and yet Ohmee shrugged each of them off. Instead, the ewok lowered his weapon, and checked the girl's pulse. She was alive but unconscious. Her breath was slow and heavy. There didn't appear to be any wounds on her save a few superficial scratches on her skin. Ohmee's gaze trailed down to the human's right hand. Although it was mostly covered by the sleeve of her eccentric garb, he could see a glint of crystal shining underneath. He dared to poke the center of Zoey's palm to find it was not a trick of the mind. Both mineral and flesh were bound together in this human girl's body as one. It seemed impossible but with all the changing times, Ohmee took it as a good omen. Crystals were sacred protectors to their tribe, after all, and she had saved his life. He would not leave her alone to die no matter what his kin implored. Even if the power this girl wielded scared him as much as the others.

"Nah-chin treek weewa!" Baboloo exclaimed, frustrated that they hadn't left already. They longer they stayed in these parts of the forest near spilt blood endangered them all.

"We chesl weewa." Ohmee commanded, pointing to their spare transport. He would have her taken back to his village of Canopy Top safe and in one piece. There would be no more death and he said as much, voice gruff with suppressed tears. "Den etke death."

Perhaps the young son of the local chieftain had been too ambitious. This nook of the forest moon was darkly reputed but it also had the best game. So despite the multiple warnings of both his father and the tribe's shaman, Ohmee had taken his warriors here to hunt. Mother Nature had taken two of his friends in return for his arrogance. All he had wanted was to make his family proud for today was the Festival of Love. A holiday for their culture which helped to bond their tribe and valued the softer virtues like kindness, mercy, trust, and friendship. Now it was somber because of him. The guilt weighed upon Ohmee for a moment until Toot clasped his hand. Reassuring Ohmee that he couldn't have known the future, that they had come despite the risk so Canopy Top could eat fat during the festival. The fate of their tribe rested on the shoulders of tonight.

Ohmee spoke more commands, urging them to hurry along. "Chesl manna manna ota Nah-chin weewa!"

For every predator on this wild planet there was always a greater predator lurking in the shadows. The demand for ewok meat had increased lately. Excessive hunting of their kind had Canopy Top desperate and on the edge of vanishing from the world. With the wisdom that adaptation was their only way to survive, his father had broken tradition, and called upon outsiders for help. Word of the Galactic Republic and the benevolence of the Jedi Council had reached even the chieftain's unlikely, fuzzy ears. Tonight, during the Festival of Love, an alliance would be struck. A representative of the Galactic Senate and their guard would arrive soon to make it official. Despite the controversy this had brewed among some of his tribesmen, Ohmee stuck true to his father's vision. He believed in this integration-even if they had to sacrifice their ancestral caves to do it. Wasn't everything all "One" in the universe anyways? Hence why he had grasped for the ripest fruit on this hunting trip instead of playing it safe. Every little effort counted to make sure tonight went smoothly for the future of Canopy Top and his kin.

His fallen brethren's lives would not be in vain. Ohmee told himself this as he assisted Baboloo with loading the dead onto a sleigh pulled by many Gaupas. Due to lack of space, they put the unconscious human among them, along with several choice steaks they had cut from the slain boar-wolves and wrapped in fur (his tribe considered it a delectable meat, a sign of good luck). The son of the chieftain would make sure his friend's sacrifices were honored tonight at the feast. And they would all dine on the monsters who had done them in so cruelly while signing their treaty with the Republic. Hope was not lost yet.

"We chesl ehda weewa." Casa Hern whispered underneath his breath. He mounted his personal sleigh, warning of the ides of march if they took in this stranger. "Den goot ehda yahwah."

"Den etke death." Ohmee re-ascertained, wanting to stop any more fatalities on this sacred day. Besides, he owed this human something for what she had done to save them all. "Teeket nuv sta, Casa."

Ohmee could tell that Casa Hern was not convinced as he snapped the leather reigns on his Gaupas, encouraging his steeds to move while he showed his visible irritation. Casa was one of the tribeskin who still clung to the old dogmas. But was also tragically bound by those laws for he did nothing to speak further against the son of his Chieftain. Only his glimmering, black stare told the story as he disappeared, following their caravan through the cave. Toot and Baboloo continued after him. Ohmee was the last to leave the area, making some last observations before he returned back to Canopy Top with the rest. He had never seen the boar-wolf act in such a manner. Usually an outnumbered predator would flee after awhile. That beast had been determined to kill that poor girl up until it's dying breath. Perhaps it was the power she weilded that invited such a reaction? It didn't look like she knew how to use it at all.

Ohmee wondered if there were more reasons the galaxy had brought Canopy Top and the Galactic Republic together. This girl obviously needed their help too.
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[4. Gotta Secret]

It had been awhile since Aves Drayson had seen Ran Gallamby at "The Pit" but, if photographic memory served correctly, he had never looked so worse for wear. The fellow smuggler gripped a whole bottle of whiskey with shaking hands across the booth, hair a mess of tangles that evolved into a overgrown beard, and dark circles underneath his eyes. Proof of the many sleepless nights his colleague had suffered in the months he had supposedly vanished. His skin looked pale and clammy. An odor reeked off the man to high heaven. Aves knew Ran to be an expert in their field, having been around the block far longer than he, so this haggard re-emergence had him concerned to say the least. What mess had Gallamby taken on that caused a season veteran to binge drink and look as if he had just escaped the clutches of the prison planet Delrian? Aves had the uncomfortable impression that he was about to find out.

"Look, we've been in this guild for years, and ah've never asked yeh fer anything. But ah need yah'tah ship some o'mah cargo tah-"

Nothing good ever came after a phrase like that. Knowing this by experience, Aves leaned back, and quickly analyzed how much he really liked Ran. Or trusted him. Not very much and his bleeding heart days were in short supply right now. Maybe it had been the recent destruction of Flak Jacket, his beloved YT-1300, that had changed his generous nature? Or his last escapade with The Black Sun? Perhaps even that game of Dueling Dice on Tatooine that had robbed them blind? Whatever the case was, Aves normally good luck had temporarily run out. So he wasn't doing any favors for free. Even if they happened to be part of the same smuggler's guild. He hated being so pragmatic but Aska had a point, they couldn't afford not to be. Plus, Ran was as annoying as a zit on the inside of your ear drum.

"I'm gonna need to see some cred first." Aves interrupted, holding up his hand to stop him. "I wish it didn't have to be like that but I'm strapped."

"If yeh take dis job from meh, yew can keep tha' cred you make!" Ran insisted, "Ah' guarantee it's higher pay than anything you'll get from yer clients now. Just please take tha' job off mah shoulders. Two hundred thousand. No less."

If he was a fish hunting for a worm, this seemingly "lucrative" opportunity definitely had a hook. There was no reason for a pro like Ran to hand over such a high pay off...unless there was something inherently wrong with it. This knowledge coupled with the smell of desperation (or was it body stink?) off the smuggler's plea all made Aves suspicious. He took a sip of Old Janx Spirit minus it's usual accompaniment of Sullustan gin and Spicebrew, pondering the quandary before him. He'd be foolish to just give up two hundred thousand credits in the most popular outer rim currency because it was dangerous. But if it was turning this professional in the business grey, then he had to know what kind of shit storm he was in for.

"What kind of cargo are we talking about here?" Aves replied, conflicted at best. Idealistic at the worst. "I wanna know why you're giving up that kind of credit to me."

A job like this could get he and his partner through the rough patch they were on and to greener pastures. Aves was now having daydreams of the new Flak Jacket in the form of a shiny Nova-Drive 3-Z or something of less Corellian make. Their YT-1300 model had failed him for the last time!

Whiskey and spittle flew into the air as Ran coughed loudly, pounding his chest to ease whatever he had choked on. Probably the hope that convincing (what he considered) a down and out, mediocre smuggler would be easy. "Ah' just hit a point in mah life where ah' don't want tah do this anymah, Drayson. Ah' got a wife and kids on Coruscant and ah' can't keep leaving them. My little gerl jus' turned five yesterday and ah' wasn't there. Ah' feel like shit."

"You're a load of shit is what you are!" Aves exclaimed, chuckling with his coyote's grin. " And you're not fooling me. Spill. Tell me why you're just giving me a hook up like this? Let's put all the camaraderie aside and say it straight. One member of The Silver Striders to another. What _aren't_ you telling me about that cargo?"

"Okay, okay." The disheveled smuggler relented, putting down his drink long enough to explain further. "One er' my associates got into it with'tha Hutt and now it's ah conflict er' interest-"

Aves sighed, beginning to look pissed. "You're lying out of your ass and avoiding the question."

"I'm not a fibbin'!" Ran threw his bottle to the ground where it shattered into pieces. He was prone to having a bit of a temper.

The raucous atmosphere of "The Pit", a cantina built within the cavities of an asteroid, came to a momentary halt. The orange-skinned Turans who played their electric harps, base nose flutes, and percussion drums on stage paused their music to peer over the crowd at them. Their eyes were accusing. Strange faces turned to view Ran and Aves expectantly. Any more tension from the two could cause the entire scene to ignite in violence. He had witnessed it happen more times than he had fingers and for less than broken glass. Before he could stop Ran from opening his mouth any more, his sloshed colleague pumped his fist in the air, and yelled.

"One round err' drinks on The Bard 'eryone!"

Aves recoiled at his most common nickname around the Galaxy, waving his hand in protest. "Wait no, I-"

But he was drowned out in the happy cries of those around him. All excited to bum free liquor off someone despite their ability to afford it. The band started up again, carrying the moment forward with the exhilarating sound of their music, and leaving Aves in the dust. Now his debt was growing into negative figures! He was about to punch Ran square in the jaw when the tattered man pushed a sack of Huttese credit coins along the surface of their booth's table. And a small card that had the symbol of a golden frog emblazoned on it. Aves immediately picked up the card and stared at it, his mood dropping significantly the longer he did. The color drained from his already pale complexion. Despite his drinking he felt very sober now.

"Do I have yer 'ttention now, Aves?" Ran asked, staring at him with focused intent. "Tha's 'nough credit up front tah pay off yer little patronage to The Pit 'an get yer ass back to Tatooine where yah'll be taken mah cargo. Before yeh arsk, ah did 'ear 'bout yer humiliating loss 'gainst a Jawa. It's been one of tha' funniest things I've 'eard lately and trust me, I need things tah laugh 'bout."

"Where did you get this?" Aves answered with a question of his own, the worry of finances now the furthest thing from his mind. He kept staring at the card in his hands, flabbergasted.

"Aaah," The elder smuggler continued to taunt, slurring his words just slightly. "So yeh'do recognize tha. Yer friend owed me ah favor when'ne was alive. But now'e dead. Are yeh'gonna make yer best buddy a liar or are yeh'gonna foller tru' on tha debt 'e owe?"

Aves fingers curled around the card almost reverently. "So you knew the old man, huh?"

"Tha'ah did, once'er 'pon a time."

He met Ran's gaze now in all manner of seriousness. "What is his favorite drink to order here?"

"Tha's ah trick." Came the immediate reply. "Old Man quit on tha' drank years ago. But back when tha' drank had 'em by tha' balls, 'e love tha' Bespin Port! Too fruity fer' mah fuckin' tongue tho'."

And that was the goddamn truth. The first mentor Aves had ever revered possessed a five year-old's taste, preferring the sweet over anything bitter or spicy. This was public knowledge as far as the circles he ran in were concerned. But only someone who knew that old man intimately would add that he had quit soon after his retirement. Ironically, it was going sober that had killed him, not what they figured would be age. So Ran wasn't lying about that part. Aves still suspected there was more he needed to know about that mystery cargo. But a golden frog was staring him in the face... The young, down-and-out smuggler sighed in defeat.

"So you want me to ship your cargo to Tatooine without any questions?" Aves asked, taking a gulp of Old Janx as a resignation to the Galaxy. "Without knowing what I'm hauling or who I'm hauling it to? The Huttese, I'm guessing?"

"Tha' less yeh know, tha better fer yah Bard." Ran said. "Someone'll be waitin' at tha' loading dock fer yah at Mos Eisley."

"Of course, it's always Mos Eisley."

"Oh, dun'be so sour now." Ran snickered as he nabbed a drink off a poor, Rodian waitress's tray. "Ahh'm sure ye'll win 'ginst tha Jawa this time 'n get yer luck back."

"Fuck off and order me another Janx." Aves salted, feeling like he needed to be way more drunk for this. "You know I'm only doing this for the old man. Otherwise, I don't transport anything I don't know about. And with the way you look lately Ran, I'm not sure you should be talking about luck. Your smell alone is like a wet wookie got in a fight with the inside of a tauntaun and lost."

"Ahh, well now...tha's a horse off'ah different tale, ah'm afraid." Ran took a sip of his pirated drink to find it tasted horrible. "Got all fucked up an' lost somewhar' fer awhile. Gave me some thoughts 'bout whar mah life s'gonna go. This game o'chance ain't fer mah heart anymore. So take mah last job, will yah?"

"Woah now, Ran! You aren't thinking of quitting the game are you?"

"Told'ja ah've been thinking a lot." Ran replied, looking disappointed with his beverage. Perhaps even more so with his own drama.

Aves secured the money sack around his belt and placed the card in his breast pocket. He rose his hand and called for more alcohol to float their way, exclaiming. "Well, whatever you do, don't give up drinking!"

"Another round! Another round! One more round to keep death at bay!"

The two smugglers shared a toast to life with each other, fending off death for just another night. But Aves should've figured that Ran Gallamby was lying through his golden, metal teeth.
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[5. Can You Keep It?]

"Sir," MH-2150 intoned with (more than) a hint of displeasure in it's high, metallic voice. "_The Unsavory One_ is on our private line. She wishes to speak with you. Shall I tell her to go fry in the Bright Lands?"

Aska Gella could tell the service droid still held a sour grudge. She reclined back in the pilot's seat of a B-7 Loronar with a satisfied smirk upon her dark, blue lips. Sometimes, it was the small victories in life that really mattered. Knowing the memory of her defiance was seared inside it's databanks gave her untold pleasure. So she decided to taunt it more.

"Oh, 2150..." Aska mocked innocence and concern. "When will you ever forgive me?"

"When the collar around your neck explodes!" The droid exclaimed, waving around it's three-pronged hands, while the lights on it's head module blinked rapidly.

"Awe, but that'll be too long of a wait. You see, my love has already disarmed it."

She tapped the metal contraption around her neck with a single fingertip. What used to be insurance of a swift death was now just another accessory that she used to embellish her body. It was all thanks to the Corellian man she had given her heart to. Without him, she would still be a slave, or dead. Aves Drayson had delivered her from a life of subjugation and shown her more mercy than she had ever seen before. Their first night together, he had spent tireless hours to render her death collar useless, insisting that he return her back home. But Aska knew that she was already home and after some..._persuasion_, Aves found that he wholeheartedly agreed. The two were inseparable since then, blazing their unique path across the galaxy, until Aska wondered if it had all been a dream? Seeing MH-2150's flickering image on the ship's holocomm now reminded her that it wasn't. She was one of the few Twi'lek women who had successfully left a life in bondage to the Hutts.

"NO, NO, NO, NO!"

The corpulent visage of Nawara Bril came to stand next to his droid. He hadn't changed a bit since the last time Aska had seen him. If anything, he'd only grown in the waistline, and acquired a thirst for more eccentric clothing. For the elder Twi'lek now favored fur to line his silk robes. Upon his twin lekku (which were longer than most males of their species), perched an ornate headdress depicting the face of Ryloth's goddess in shining metal. The ends of Nawara's head tails twitched in agitation. He rapped the end of his cane down several times to punctuate each exclamation that came barking from his mouth. Somewhere beyond the hologram, Aska was certain that there was a new girl to her old pleasure school, fumbling on her first day. She remembered her first day. It was partly why MH-2150 hated her so much.

"Can you _believe_ this?" Nawara harrumphed, his massive quadruple chin jiggling. "A beautiful Lethan girl with no sense of rhythm! I've been trying to break her in for two weeks but alas...no spirit. No pzazz. Not like _you_, darling."

"We can't all be fabulous." She tossed her left head tail over her shoulder casually. "I think ol' rustbucket is jealous."

"It would be illogical to feel such things for a lesser life form like you." MH-2150 spat.

"2150, none of the sass. We talked about this." Nawara said. "Aska is free now and no longer a slave. She is my former student and friend. She will be treated with respect. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, Sir." It blipped acridly before suddenly wheeling off-screen. She imagined to go sulk and recharge it's (obviously) drained batteries.

Aska and Nawara shared a few seconds in silence before they continued to chat, now more animatedly.

"Awe, now it's mad."

"It's just in that old thing's programming." The elder Twi'lek shook his head, twin lekku almost seeming to shrug along with his broad shoulders. "I keep on updating it's personality chip but to no avail. Besides, it's parts are getting harder and harder to find now a days."

Despite ending the life of a slave, Aska had strategically kept a handful of old contacts, just in case a rainy day happened. Well, right now it was pouring rain, and so she called upon the council of Nawara Bril. He had a way of seeing the world that opened up her perception of things. Back when she was a young servant in training, Nawara had made an excellent teacher, albeit strict and unrelenting. They had managed to remain friends long after her graduation from his performance halls and into the world of erotic dancing. She was hoping that he could point the way out of their current mess. A bunch of Jawa had robbed Aska and Aves blind on Tatooine. Now they clunked along in outer space, driving a shitty Loronar a few decades old, with only one laser cannon to it's name. They needed credit yesterday. If she rubbed his belly right, maybe he'd use the contacts she knew he had to help them out. Contacts like...

"Does Xomit still hate us?" Aska tried to sneak in.

Nawara's twin lekku seemed to cringe at the question posed to him. "The Black Sun still hear him yelling your boyfriend's name in their shadowy halls. Why do you ask, darling?"

"We're...in a bit of a bind." She hesitated, curling the tip of one head tail around her pointer finger. "And we need a job fast."

"Oh, what has that man gone and done this time?! What has Aves done to baby?"

Aska scratched the back of her head. "N-nothing too bad-"

"Darling, give the details to Papa!" Her teacher insisted flamboyantly.

"We just ran out of luck is all-"

"AVES DRAYSON JUS' GOT OUR LUCK BACK!"

Interrupting their conversation came the devil in question, obviously drunk by the slur of his words, and leaning against the threshold of the flight deck. There was a twinkle in his chestnut brown eyes and a grin on his lips that Aska had grown to love but knew spelt trouble. She could see the wheels in his mind turning as he swaggered over to her. Apparently, the scheme hamster had awoken once more to terrorize the villages.

"-You mean your cursed luck?" The hologram of Nawara cut in, clicking the butt of his cane on the floor. The fat twi'lek looked unamused. "You better be taking good care of my prize alumnus! I'll come back and get her myself if you bruise a single lekku-"

Ave's hand "slipped" on the holocomm, effectively ending their live feed. Nawara's portly image vanished.

"I got us...a plan!" He reiterated, plopping down on Aska's lap. "Our luck is back to golden!"

The beautiful Twi'lek frowned as she ran her fingertips through his scarlet hair. For how much she wanted to believe their shitty stars had changed, Aska felt like there was a catch. There was almost always a catch. The tense muscles of her partner gave it away immediately. He was hiding something from her. "Is there a 'but' involved besides my own?"

"I love you."

Not only was there a 'but' involved, her gut also warned that she wouldn't like it. 'I love you' was never a good response in this situation.

"What did you do, Aves?"

"Oh no need to worry, my precious space lilly-" He tried to smooth it over with sweet talk but ended up screaming for help. Aska was now pulling on his hair in aggravation. She knew full well how sensitive his scalp was!

"Avvveesss!" She hissed. "_Tell me_."

"Okay, okay." The ginger man relented. "I might have agreed to carry some cargo for a friend back to Tatooine-"

"That place again, ugh." Aska sighed. "Well, that isn't so ba-"

"To hand over to-probably-the Huttese." Aves continued on with the conditions, counting them off on his hand.

"UGH. Probably?" She recoiled like she had just tasted burnt excrement, "Your plan is getting worse!"

"Annnnd" He finished it off with one, last sucker punch. "We don't get to know what it is. We don't even get to look."

"Yup, there it is!" Aska tossed her hopes and dreams into the metaphoric trash compactor. "There's our luck back! Got any more ideas? I'm not doing this one, Aves. We'll call Nawara back and ask him if he can smooth over things with the Black Sun for us..."

"I'd rather fuck a rancor."

"You won't be fucking ANYONE if you take this job!" His girlfriend threatened, trying to shove Aves off the comfort of her lap. He was heavier than he looked. "We have no clue what we're transporting! Or to who! What if it's Jabba?"

"It's most likely Jabba. Who else would want mysterious not-to-be-known cargo of questionable origin on Tatooine?"

"YOU'RE NOT MAKING ME FEEL BETTER." Aska's voice level rose considerably.

"Don't worry, my love." He cooed, ignoring the fact that her face was deepening from celestial blue to a royal purple. "I'll handle Jabba for you. I know how much you hate him."

"THAT IS NOT THE POINT, AVES." She nearly yelled. "WE ARE NOT TAKING THIS JOB!"

"Two hundred thousand credits in outer rim coin." The smuggler shot back immediately. The amount was enough to buy them a new ride and then some. For a microsecond, he thought he caught her daydreaming of the possibilities. A spacey look had overcome her expression.

"Maybe we'll take this job." Aska replied, more than likely daydreaming.

Aves rolled off his Twi'lek partner in crime and tried to enter coordinates to Tatooine into the ship's control panel. But he was severely intoxicated and failing to do so miserably. His fingers slipped on all sorts of buttons. "We gotta take this job! I already promised that I would! The cargo is already loaded."

"Promised who?" Aska grabbed at his suspenders to reel him back in. "Aves, what aren't you telling me?"

"Yes, _Aves_, what _aren't_ you telling her?"

The world slowed down into a crawl as a bright light swept into the cockpit. His beloved Aska froze in place along with everything else in the B-7 Loronar...except himself and the shiny creature that now lounged in the co-pilot's seat where it didn't belong. Beyond it's false illumination, Aves could spot a familiar face, wearing a more devious grin than he ever had. The smuggler rubbed his eyes, removing the crust from each corner, and blinked. Nope. The glowing figure remained present still without the help of a holocomm to aide it. He could hear it's oily laughter echo all around as he gulped nervously. Aves tried to flee but unfortunately, Aska's azure grip would not budge under this spell, and he was too slow to take off his pants. It wouldn't have helped anyways. No matter where he went, Sirius would always find him. He had Ave's soul by the balls.

"H-hello, old buddy!" Aves stammered. "Long time, no see!"

"Indeed." It said.

"S-so uhh, how's life?"

"I don't like small talk." It answered.

"Why are you here?" Aves sighed, feeling an oncoming migraine brewing in his temples. Perhaps it was from drinking too much. Or perhaps it was a preemptive strike for what would happen next.

"I hear you're in the business of owing favors back...so let's talk about the one you owe me." 


End file.
